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and	outside	 factors	 (e.g.,	 context	of	 language	use,	 interlocutors).	And	




proficiency,	 is	 reflected	 through	performance	 in	 such	artificial	 second	
language	use	situation	as	language	tests	are?
It	 is	 evident	 that	 in	 order	 to	 answer	 any	of	 the	 above	questions,	
the	first	thing	that	has	to	be	at	least	partially	explained	is	the	construct	
of	 communicative	 competence.	And	despite	 the	 already	mentioned	
inconclusiveness	of	explanations,	we	can	say	that	today	there	are	some	
landmarks,	 some	models	 and	 ‘facts’	 about	 communicative	 language	
competence	that	have	been	accepted	and	used	(e.g.,	for	the	purpose	of	
teaching	or	testing)	more	than	others.
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that	 communicative	 language	 competence	 is	 an	 immensely	 complex	










is.	 In	 the	history	of	 language	 testing	 three	different	periods,	based	on	
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and	appropriate	 to	 a	particular	 context	of	 testing.	 In	addition	 to	 this,	




3. The role of verbal protocols in language testing
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research	methods	and	 techniques	had	 to	be	developed.	Since	 learners	










reports	can	be	basically	grouped	into:	introspective, retrospective, and think-
alouds.	What	differentiates	them	is	the	type	of	information	they	elicit	and	
time	when	they	are	collected.	In	introspective	reports	processing	strategies	






are	 asked	 to	 ‘think	aloud’	while	performing	 the	 task,	 verbalising	 the	
procedure	from	the	moment	when	it	starts	until	it	finishes.	It	is	generally	
assumed	that	information	most	recently	attended	by	the	task	performer	
is	 available	 for	verbal	 report.	According	 to	memory	and	 information	
processing	models	(see	Ellis	2001;	Ericsson	&	Simon	1984),	this	accessible	
information	comprises	the	contents	of	working	or	short-term	memory,	
where	 information	 is	 first	 processed	 and	 stored	 to	 be	 later	 possibly	
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Verbal	protocols	have	been	 increasingly	used	 in	 second	 language	
acquisition	 (SLA)	 research	as	 a	means	of	gaining	 insight	 into	 second	























constrains.	besides,	 they	do	not	 require	 test-takers’	 interpretation	or	
explanation	of	behaviour,	so	they	may	provide	researchers	with	a	more	
comprehensive	 and	 accurate	picture	 of	L2	user’s	 on-line	processing.	
However,	we	should	note	that	some	candidates,	despite	training	sessions,	
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intact)	and	two	types	of	verbal	protocols	-	think-alouds	and	retrospective	
reports.	Cloze-tests	 consisted	of	 22,	 32	 and	 38	gaps	 respectively,	 the	
completion	of	which	required	both	candidates’	linguistic	knowledge	(e.g.,	
for	filling	in	grammar	related	gaps)	and	their	knowledge	of	the	world	
around	 them	 (e.g.,	 the	 topics	of	 cloze	passages	were	 traffic,	holidays,	
music).	The	cloze-tests	were	 individually	administered	 to	participants	
over	a	four-month	period,	and	the	gap-filling	procedure	was	simultaneous	




















data	only	 confirmed	 the	problems	participants	 already	mentioned	 in	
think-alouds.
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F % F % F % F % F % F % F %
Task	1	 26 70.3 10 27.0 6 16.2 8 21.6 8 21.6 9 24.3 6 16.2
Task	2 6 16.2 7 18.9 1 2.7 3 8.1 3 8.1 6 16.2 1 2.7






for	 complete	 and	 accurate	 text	 reconstruction	 by	 adding	 the	most	







The	first	 task	 (cloze-test	 1)	was	 the	only	one	where	 the	 test	 takers	
experienced	serious	comprehension	problems	at	 the	word	recognition	
level,	probably	mainly	due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	participants	were	 later	
allowed	to	ask	for	help	when	faced	with	an	unfamiliar	word,	or	a	situation	
when	they	simply	could	not	remember	a	word.	We	noticed	that	attempts	
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I had no idea that these words existed, so I had to think about what they might 
mean …’ (VP	2/1),	‘… it’s difficult as I don’t know so many words.’ (VP	8/1),	‘ 
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This is my problem - I can’t understand some words.	(VP	12/1)’ or ‘ … the words 
are too difficult for me …’	(VP	14)	as	well	as	being	unable	to	remember	some	
words	to	be	added	to	the	text,	e.g.,	‘ … I can’t remember the sentence, not 
the sentence but the word, to write down here …’ (VP	9/1),	‘… I can’t connect 





quite know if this was about animals or people?!’ (VP	28/1)		
•being	confused	by	the	demands	of	a	specific,	previously	unknown	
task	(cloze-test):	e.g.,	‘Because I’ve never done this before, this test with missing 
words, and I know many English words, so it’s such a mess in my head.’ (VP	
35/1)
•feeling	 that	 they	 require	better	 competence	 in	English	and	more	
confidence	at	suggesting	solutions,	e.g.,	‘… maybe, I should know this but 
I have no idea …’ (VP	14/1),		‘… it was all … it seemed to me that anything 
could be good …’ (VP	25/1),	‘There are some words that I might have written 
down in a different way, not sure (VP	5/1).’, ‘Not quite sure, for example, nouns 




•being	unable	to	understand	a	part	of	the	text,	e.g.,	‘… At the beginning 
I did understand something but this end of the text is not so easy for me.’ (VP	
4/2),	‘This part confuses me, I can’t understand it all.’ (VP	4/2)
•text	not	being	appropriate	to	their	age	and	life	experiences	(a	student	
who	goes	camping	in	mountains	and	a	businessman	who	goes	cruising	
somewhere	in	the	Caribbean	as	the	main	characters),	e.g.,	‘… this one is 
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(cloze-test	3)	in	order	to	explain	why	it	was	found	easier	by	the	majority	
of	them:		
•text	 being	more	 appropriate	 for	 teenagers	 (two	 young	people	
attending	a	 rock	concert)	 ,	 e.g.,	 ‘ … it’s about music, not boring like the 
first one, the second one was also good but I like this one more …’ (VP	20/3),	
‘ … as the topic is interesting to me, it gives me more potential to do the test 
better.’ (VP	29/3);	consequently	the	text	being	less	demanding	in	terms	
of	comprehension,	e.g.,	‘… I could understand more … what it is about …’ 
(VP	3/3),	‘Since the very beginning I could understand it and got absorbed in 
it, I immediately knew what it was about.’ (VP	4/3),	‘… more familiar words to 
connect sentences better than last time …’ (VP	31/3);	therefore,	the	whole	task	
being	experienced	as	not	so	demanding,	e.g.,	‘… this one is the easiest task 
(…) the words not so complicated, easier to understand what to put where …’ 
VP	23/3),	‘… maybe a bit easier than the previous ones - because of the words 





Table 2: Summary statistics for students’ performance on cloze-tests
Cloze-test 1 Cloze-test 2 Cloze-test 3
M 19.73 29.30 38.73
SD 11.43 14.99 17.96
Min	score 0 0 0
Max	score 38 55 65
Max	possible	score 44 64 76
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